Notes on Plotinus - Ennead Three, First Tractate - On Fate 
3.1.1 An Overview of Causality 
With regards to all things that Exist (i.e. participate in Being), there are two varieties. 


1. Things which always Exist (i.e. Eternal Beings or Real Beings) 
2. Things which come into Being 


For each of these varieties, there are multiple possible relationships with Causality. 


All things have a Cause. 

No things have a Cause. 

Some things of both varieties have a Cause, and some things of both varieties have no Cause. 
Things which always Exist have a Cause, but things which come into Being have no Cause. 
Things which come into Being have a Cause, but things which always Exist have no Cause. 
Things which always Exist have a Cause, but only some things which come into Being have a 
Cause. 

g. Things which come into Being have a Cause, but only some things which always Exist have a 
Cause. 


>oao0o8 


With regards to Eternal Beings, it is not possible to find a Cause for them. Since they have always 
Existed, they are all necessarily tied for First in terms of the order in which things come to Be. Everything 
that depends on one of these Firsts to Exist is derived from this First. Anything derived from a First is 
thus Caused by it. We should also associate each Eternal Being with its Activity, as the Activity of any 
Eternal Being is also its Essence. Put another way, an Eternal Being is consists in its Characteristic 
Activity. In this way, an Eternal Being's Essence is the Cause of its Activity. 


On the other hand, things which come into Being often engage in more than one Activity. Even so, we 
must still conclude that these things have a Cause. We ought to reject the Stoic position that some 
things come into Being without any Cause. We ought to reject the Epicurean positions that Atoms 
arbitrarily become disposed towards certain arrangements, and that Bodies can spontaneously move 
without any Cause. We must reject the position that Soul undertakes Activities with no intended goal via 
unexamined impulses. This would bind Soul to pure determinism, revoking its will. Soul's will must be 
motivated, either by something internal to it or external to it. If nothing motivates Soul to move, it 
should not move at all. 


If all things which come to Be are Caused, we can identify the most recent Causes in the chain of events 
and trace them backwards. For example, if someone is going into the center of town (i.e. the Agora), we 
can determine that they have some business to attend there. Perhaps they must pay a bill or are 
meeting someone there. In general, the motivation for every Activity is the perception that this Activity 
will have a Good consequence for the Actor. The Cause of other things can be traced to skills or events. 
The Cause of someone's Good health might be their skilled Doctor and the medicine they received. The 
Cause of someone's wealth might be that they discovered a trove of treasure, received it as a gift, or 
were successful in business. The Cause of a child is their parents, and all the details that resulted in their 
parents coming together to reproduce. It is as much a meal the parents ate together as it is the sperm 
and egg which produced the child. 


In general, the Cause of all things can be traced back to Nature. 
3.1.2 An Overview of Different Schools of Thought Regarding Causality 


While we can easily arrive at the immediate Causes of things, we should not end our analysis there. To 
do so would be premature and lazy. Instead, we need to trace these Causal chains back to the most 
primordial and transcendent Causes. 


Why is it that similar circumstances can produce differing results? For example, on the night of a full 
moon, one person might be compelled to steal while another is not. Under the same circumstances, one 
person might become sick while another does not. Two people can engage in the same Activity, and one 
of them becomes rich while the other one becomes poor. These differences in disposition, character, 
and fortune require us to extend our analysis further backwards. Everyone who studies the nature of 
Causes will be unable to account for everything based only on analysis of immediate surface level 
Causes. 


The Materialists (such as Epicurus, Democritus, and Leucippus) hold that the fundamental Causes are 
Material things like atoms. They propose that the movements, collisions, and conjunctions of atoms 
Cause all things to Be and Become as they are. Even our emotions and impulses as Humans are said to 
derive from the interaction of atoms. This view necessitates a determinism, as everything is bound by 
the interaction of these atoms. The actions of atoms produce reactions, which produce further reactions 
in an unending chain of determined necessity. Other groups (such as the Hylicists) who posit other 
material entities (instead of atoms) as Causes come to the same conclusion. 


Other Philosophers (such as Heraclitus) hold that everything flows from the supreme principle of the 
universe. They say that everything which occurs is derived from this primordial principle. They call this 
Fate and the primal Cause. Everything, including even our thoughts, was Fated to Be based on the 
supreme principle. Everything then is like the limbs in an animal, which appear to move independently 
but are really controlled from a single source (i.e. the principle agency of the animal). 


The Astrologers hold that the circular movements of the Heavenly realm Cause everything. To them, the 
relative orientation of the stars and planets explain everything. This belief stems from their belief that 
they can make predictions about the world based on the arrangement of the Heavenly bodies. 


Some Stoic Philosophers (such as Chrysippus) hold that there is a Fate which stems from the 
interconnection of all Causal forces. They hold that everything has a Cause, which produces results that 
become the Causes of future results. To them, for every event, a Cause can be found, which in turn has 
an antecedent Cause, which in turn has an antecedent Cause. This process is said to go back infinitely. 
They thus arrive at a determined Fate using this unique arguments. 


To conclude, these thinkers all generally fall into two broad categories. The first group derives 
everything from a single principle Cause. The second group does not. We will discuss both groups 
further, but will begin with those who hold that everything derives from a unified principle Cause. 


3.1.3 Arguments Against Atomism and Materialism 


The Cause for everything cannot be found in physical bodies alone, whether they are called Atoms or 
Elements. To propose that physical bodies are the Cause of order, reason, and the animation of bodies is 


absurd and self-defeating. To find the Cause of everything in Atoms is most absurd of all (if it even 
makes sense to rank things in terms of absurdity). 


Many valid criticisms of Atomism have already been made, but suppose for sake of argument we grant 
that all derives from Atoms. Even so, there is no basis to conclude that there is some form materialistic 
Causal determinism (i.e. Fate). Since we are deriving everything from these Atoms, when they are 
present alone as Firsts, order has not been generated yet. After all, order is supposed to be derived from 
these Atoms. Without order, the Atoms can only move in disordered ways, with one moving up, another 
moving at a slant, and the others moving in all variety of directions. Without order, there is nothing to 
produce determination in these Atoms. Without order, the interactions of these atoms have no way to 
be consistent and predictable. What divination could be used to foresee the outcomes of events which 
have no determined future? What scientific laws could be deduced without ordered predictability? How 
can we conceive of Divine influence (i.e. the influence of metaphysical principles onto the physical 
world) if there is no ordered Causal mechanism for Divinity to manifest its influence? 


Even if we grant that atoms or other physical bodies could have ordered physical interactions with one 
another, how could such interactions affect incorporeal entities, such as mind and Soul? How could the 
collision of atoms produce instincts and the processes of reasoning within the Soul? For one, Soul is non- 
physical and thus cannot be directly affected by physical objects. For another, even if our bodily actions 
are determined purely by Atomic interactions, what interaction of Atoms could compel different people 
to seek out different things? How could Atomic interactions Cause one person to study Geometry, 
another person to study Arithmetic, and another person to study Philosophy? In short, to propose that 
everything is governed by the interaction of Atoms is to propose that we are nothing more than Soulless 
bodies. We also lose means to distinguish between living Beings (i.e. animated bodies) and mere bodies, 
since in this case both are completely bound by physical determinism. No body has the ability to be the 
agent of their own actions on this view. 


All of the arguments we have made against Atomistic explanations apply equally to those who posit 
other types of bodies instead (such as Elements). In conclusion, physical principles can only affect us 
physically. They can warm us, cool us, and even Cause our death. However, the operations of the Soul 
cannot be determined by them and must have a separate principle Cause. 


3.1.4 Making the Soul of the Universe the Singular Cause of All Denies Us Responsibility for Our 
Actions 


Others (such as Heraclitus) propose that there is a single Soul which permeates the entire universe, 
imparting all of it with movement. On this view, the movement of every individual thing in the universe 
is a consequence of the movement of the unified whole. Each individual thing is a part of this unified 
whole, and so when the unified whole moves, so do the parts. In turn, the individual things interact with 
one another, forming chains of Cause and effect. Thus, all that happens in the universe can be traced to 
this single Cause. The result is a Causal determinism and Fate based on chains of Cause and effect which 
can be traced to this singular original Cause (i.e. the Soul of the universe). We are given the analogy of a 
plant, where everything stems from the roots and spreads outwards from them. Since everything within 
a plant flows from the roots, anything that happens to the roots propagates out to the rest of the plant 
in a series of actions and reactions. In this way, what begins in the roots of the plant becomes like the 
Fate of the plant. 


For one, the idea that everything is governed by a single Soul is incompatible with a Causally determined 
Fate. To illustrate why, consider the movement of our limbs. It is impossible for the movement of our 
limbs to both be Caused by our own will and also determined by Fate. If the movement of our limbs is 
Caused by our own will, then we cannot say that the movement is also Caused by Fate. To argue for 
both necessitates the illogical position that a single event has two separate and distinct Causes. In this 
example, our mind is the prime mover of our limbs and can be the only Cause. To extend this line of 
reasoning, if everything is governed by a single Soul, then chains of Cause and effect cannot occur. How 
could a reaction to some event be both administered by a single Soul and also a necessary consequence 
of the event which directly preceded the reaction? Either the Soul is governing every action, or some 
actions are a result of Causality and not directly governed by Soul. 


If everything really does stem from a single governing principle (i.e. the Soul of the universe), then we 
are not really ourselves and there are no actions which are our own. On this view, we do not think for 
ourselves. Rather, what appear to be our acts of reasoning are really the Activities of something else. 
Similarly, our Activities would not be our own, but would belong to something else. For example, our 
feet do not Cause themselves to kick. We Cause our Feet to kick. Heraclitus’ view makes us like our Feet, 
willed to act by something superior of which we are merely a part. 


The truth of the matter is that each thing can be distinguished by its own Activities. Our own actions, 
Good or Evil, come from us. At the very least, we cannot attribute the vile things that Humans do to the 
Soul of the universe. 


3.1.5 The Heavenly Bodies Do Not Cause Everything 


Another hypothesis states that the Cause for the disposition of all things is the circular movements of 
the Heavenly bodies (i.e. the stars and planets). On this view, everything is governed by the relative 
positions of the Heavenly bodies as they rise and set. Based on these factors, it is claimed that divination 
is possible. Prophecies about the future are given for individuals and the universe as a whole. It is 
claimed that an individual's fortune and even their individual thoughts are predictable in the way. 
Proponents of this view notice the relationship the position and movements of the Heavenly bodies 
have with the growth and health of plants and animals. Indeed, the various places on Earth all appear to 
be affected by the Heavenly bodies, especially the Sun. The influence of the Heavenly bodies is not 
limited to plants and animals. For Human beings, their statures, their colors, their customs, their 
dispositions, and their desires all appear to be influenced as well. Based on these considerations, this 
system holds that the movements of the Heavenly bodies are sovereign over everything. 


We answer that these people, the Astrologers, also leave nothing of ourselves to our own will. Our will, 
passions, vices, appetites, and the Evil within us are all derived from the Heavenly bodies. We are 
reduced to stones which are kicked around, not Human Beings whose actions are a consequence of their 
own nature. We must recognize what we do ourselves, and what things we are determined to do by the 
forces of the universe. We are not completely bound by the movements of the Heavenly bodies. We 
admit that the heat and cold of our location and its climate produced warmth and cooling in our 
dispositions. Of course, we also receive some things from our parents. Our appearance and some degree 
of our nature can be traced to them. Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that people resemble each other 
through shared ancestry and adaptations to the same environment, other parts of people are different. 
We can see a great difference in temperament and ideas among people from the same place. Therefore, 
we must conclude that these have their source in something different. Consider also the fact that people 


work against their innate features. People attempt to change their bodies, and people fight against their 
natural impulses. People are not purely bound by their location of physical constitution. 


The Astrologers deduce that the Heavenly bodies Cause everything due to the fact that study of the 
Heavenly bodies allows them to predict future events. If that line of reasoning were sound, they would 
also be forced to admit that the behavior of birds is the Cause of all of the things that can be divined 
through observation of them (i.e. Augury). Indeed, all things which are used in the various types of 
divination must be included as well. 


There are other considerations which disprove that everything is Caused by the sun and stars. For 
example, the Astrologers say that the Heavenly bodies can signify the birth of nobility. Yet to be born 
noble means to be born to parents who were in the nobility themselves. How then can the particular 
arrangement of the Heavenly bodies be said to Cause the birth of a noble? After all, the nobility pre- 
existed within the noble parents prior to the astrological arrangement coming together. 


Further, the Astrologers claim that they can predict what will happen to a set of parents based on what 
they predict for the child of these parents. They claim that they can predict the temperament of a child 
based on their reading for its parents. They read the Heavenly bodies for a child, and then make a 
prediction about its brother dying. They predict the fortunes of a husband based on their reading of his 
wife, and vice versa. Now we run into a contradiction. If the Astrologers make a Reading about an 
unborn child for a parent, and make another reading for the child on the day that it is born, which 
arrangement of Heavenly bodies at which reading can be said to Cause the child's lot in life? If it is the 
arrangement from the parent's reading, it cannot be the arrangement from the child's reading. If it is the 
arrangement from the child's reading, it cannot be the arrangement from the parent's reading. 


The similarities in appearance and disposition between a child and its parents suggest that the child 
receives these traits from their parents, not the Heavenly bodies. In addition, many plants and animals 
are born at the same time. Some are born simultaneously. If everything is Caused by the arrangement 
of the Heavenly bodies at one's birth, then how is it that there are animals born at the same time with 
different features and different fates? 


3.1.6 The Predictive Power of Astrology Explained 


The character of each thing is a result of its own nature. An animal is born as a horse because its parents 
were horses. A Human being is born because its parents were Human beings. All things are what they 
are because of what they come from. The Heavenly bodies can play a role in influencing these things, 
but a majority of something's character is derived from its progenitors. 


The stars are able to affect a body physically. They can impart heat, cold, and produce a variety of 
consequences based on these physical influences. Yet how could personality and occupation be derived 
from them? In particular, how could the things which seemingly have no relationship with physical 
factors be affected? For example, how could physical influence from the stars Cause someone to 
become literate, skilled in geometry, or interested in gambling? Can we really imagine Divine beings 
such as stars Causing wickedness within a person? What can we make of the teaching that the stars 
have varying dispositions which can bring about Evil within us, just because they are in a particular 
position in the sky or are blocked from our view by Earth? To propose this implies that they are affected 
by their experience of us. In reality, they should be recognized as steadfast in their journey as they 
rotate around Heavenly realm in a predetermined orientation with Earth. 


We should not propose that a God (i.e. Heavenly body) is advantaged or disadvantaged when in 
proximity with another particular God, as if this advantage or disadvantage will be passed down to us. 
Instead, the movements of the Heavenly bodies preserve the order of the universe. Each plays its role as 
a segment of the universe for the benefit of the unified whole, the other Heavenly bodies included. The 
fact that they can be used for the purpose of Divination is not a result of them being the Cause of the 
events which they signify. Rather, their perfect execution of the order of the universe makes them 
reliable indicators of the status of the unified whole. As a result, those who are able to interpret their 
signs can view them as letters spelling out a message of the things that are to come. This allows 
someone skilled in this practice to interpret the correct analogy from them, like interpreting that the 
soaring height of a bird in flight signifies a lofty event to come. 


3.1.7 A Singular Seminal Cause Results in Hard Determinism 


The topic remains of the Stoic doctrine that a single primordial principle is the seminal Cause of 
everything through cascading chains of Cause and effect. This doctrine is similar to that of Heraclitus, 
which posits that the Soul of the Universe is the Cause of all things, though Heraclitus intends for his 
system to allow for us to have some semblance of our own agency. The Stoic doctrine entails a universal 
determinism. 


All things are derived from this seminal principle, making everything happen the way that it does 
necessarily. The resulting Fate of all things leaves and no possibility for alternative outcomes. As a result, 
there is no room for a will of our own, and we are merely carried along in the Causal chains which go 
back to the principle Cause of all things. Even our thoughts will be determined by impulses that can be 
traced back to this Causal chain. Free will becomes mere empty words. Even if we are said to act on our 
impulses, these impulses themselves will be derived from these anteceded Causes, resulting ina 
necessary determinism as well. What is more, this removes any difference between our actions and 
those of infants, beasts, and the insane. After all, they all act on blind impulses as well. Even Fire can be 
said to blindly follow its own impulse to act. In fact, all things in Nature which are carried along by their 
own Being will be nothing more than servants of Fate. 


The implications of this are so problematic that they force everyone who understands the consequences 
to seek out another explanation. 


3.1.8 Soul as The Missing Principle of Agency 


What Cause can we find in addition to the ones discussed already? It would need to leave nothing 
without Cause, not interfere with order and interdepend chains of events, leave room for Divination and 
prediction, and also allow us some semblance of our own identity as Causal agents. 


The principle which we are missing on our list of Beings is Soul. Not merely the Soul of the Universe, but 
the individual Soul as an aspect of it. The Individual Soul is by no means insignificant. It is the principle 
which connects everything together without being a mere consequence of what happened before it. 
Without tracing backwards to a seminal Cause, it is able to be a sovereign Causal agent itself. When Soul 
is by itself, it is without a body and free from the chains of physical Causality. When Soul is mixed with a 
body, it is no longer in full control as it has become interdependently linked with other physical things 
which interact with the body. 


The environment Soul finds itself in is on its embodiment is primarily dictated by Causes external to it. 
So, some of the things that happen to the ensouled body are a result of these External Causes, while 
others are self-directed actions it takes with its own agency. The better the individual Soul, the more 
control it has over the actions of the Animated body. When a Soul yields to the body it is mixed with, it is 
forced to act on its basic sensory experiences and emotional responses. It will feel pitiful when 
impoverished and proud when wealthy. It will use its power for selfish acts of tyranny. The Soul which is 
Good by Nature is resilient and remains in control of itself in these circumstances. It directs its body and 
the environment it is in to improve them. In the cases where it must yield to the body, it exercises 
Prudence to prevent descent into vice. 


3.1.9 Free Will Belongs to the Pure Soul Alone 


We admit that all things which happen due to a mixture of free will and external circumstances are 
Necessary and determined. What else could they be? When we consider all of the external Causes which 
come together to make something happen, we find that the things which are determined by these 
external Causes are all Necessarily the way that they are. This is true even if this external Cause is 
related to the movements of the Heavenly bodies. Whenever an external Cause influences our bodies, 
our bodies must react accordingly to these impulses, and we cannot call these choices and actions 
voluntary. This holds true even for actions which are themselves voluntary, but are influenced by these 
external Causes. Any action which is influenced by anything other than one's own sense of reasoning 
and will cannot be called an act of free will. 


Only when our actions are derived solely from our own thought processes and agency can an action 
rightly be called voluntary. Only then can an action be said to belong to us. Only the actions which stem 
from our pure, unmixed Soul which is in complete control and sovereign to itself are our own. The 
impulses of the body only lead the Soul to ignorance by violently dragging it away from its purity. When 
we follow our bodily appetites, Soul is no longer the controlling principle of our actions and it is forced 
to passively receive and respond to bodily stimulus. 


3.1.10 Vice is Fate, But Virtue is Our Own 


To conclude this discussion, we will reiterate that all things are Caused by some preceding Cause. 
However, there are two distinct varieties of Cause. The first variety is things which are Caused by Soul. 
The second variety is things which are Caused by environmental forces external to Soul. Only Actions 
taken in accordance with sound Reason can be attributed to Soul. Actions taken that are not in 
accordance with sound Reason occur when Soul is hindered and does not direct the Action being taken. 
Soul becomes hindered by the environmental factors and gets swept away by them. 


Unwise Actions are not produced by Soul. If by Fate, we mean Causes which are external to ourselves, 
then these unwise Actions are a product of Fate. Put another way, Vice can be thought of as a product 
of Fate. In contrast, Virtuous Actions come from us. Our bast Actions are our own doing. This is the 
nature of Soul unhindered by the body. The Virtuous Actions of the Wise and Good are taken as free 
choices. For others, the Virtue seeps through in the moments that their bodily passions happen to be 
diminished. This is not to say that they invoke some Wisdom external to themselves. Rather, for the 
moment they are unchained. 


